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An artist such as Sir Robert Helpmann is difficult to categorise.  Mercurial and chameleon-like, 
his work not only moves between the distinctive art forms of dance, drama, film and to a lesser 
extent opera, but between his multi-faceted roles as both a creative and interpretative artist 
including dancer, actor, choreographer, director and producer.  Helpmann's extraordinary range 
of activities and prolific output spanned sixty three years as a professional artist (1923 to 1986), 
and coincided with a period which gave rise to radical changes in the way we view, make and 
write about art. 
 
Although not entirely unaffected by changes taking place in the arts over this period, and 
arguably contributing in a minor way to redefining the boundaries of dance and drama, 
Helpmann nevertheless remains, to a large extent, part of the Romantic-Humanist tradition of the 
late nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century.ii   In view of this, it seems important in 
discussing Helpmann's work to draw on the more conservative theories of art as imitation and 
expression relating to this Humanist tradition, in order place the work in an appropriate context.  
In this tradition and within these theories the artist remains central to the world he or she 
perceives, imagines and creates; unlike in later cultural theories such as structuralism, post-
structuralism and post-modernism where the artist becomes peripheral to the art. 
 
As a performer Helpmann was most often described in terms of superlatives and absolutes: in 
Australia, John Cargher referred to Helpmann as 'the most versatile artist this century has 
seen'.iii    
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British dance scholar Arnold Haskell said of the illusory nature of his artistry;  
 
Helpmann was extraordinary; he is the only man I know who was an indifferent dancer 
from a purely classical point of view, but who could act the role of a danseur noble so 
perfectly that he carried conviction from the moment he appeared on stage.iv 
 
In discussing the work of an artist who was so popular with his public that he achieved the status 
of a 'super-star', it is difficult to separate the man from his work.  However his instinct as a 
showman and entertainer, and the personality cult he cultivated, cannot in itself explain the 
lasting legacy of his work and the continued discussion of him as a controversial but significant 
artist.   
 
A combination of the subject matter and style of his works together with their emotional impact 
on audiences may account for both his popularity and the respect with which he was held as an 
artist, particularly early in his career.  The audience could recognise aspects of themselves or 
others in his portrayal of a recognisable world.  As Maria Perauer said:   
 
The British press called him a 'creative voice' because he brought ballet into contact with 
dreams and reality.  His subjects are the classics, legends, nature, love and suffering, sin 
and virtue.v    
 
The content of the works he either created or in which he performed and the manner in which 
they were presented are Platonic in the way they embrace 'the art of representation'.vi  His talent 
as a mimic was considered a hallmark of his performances in both drama and dance, but his use 
of exaggeration, parody and ridicule (often in a Dionysian excess) met with some criticism, and 
would certainly not have met with Plato's approval.  Plato believed that art, as merely a copy of 
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the perceived ideal world (the real world of forms), was inferior both to that world and the real 
world in which we reside: 'The artist, we say, this maker of images, knows nothing of the reality, 
but only the appearance.'vii   A deliberate distortion of that appearance therefore was not only 
grossly inferior but dangerous to our  pursuit of the true understanding of the world, according to 
Plato and other theorists who espoused this belief.  
 
But as Eaton suggests, originality within the imitative world of art takes Plato's theory beyond the 
notion that an artist merely represents the appearance of reality.viii  She goes on to say that 
artists imagine new worlds and present them to others to observe and absorb.  The range of 
subjects which Helpmann explored in his ballets and his interpretation of events and situations 
illustrate this view.  Symbolism and allegory created new worlds which nevertheless always held 
the seeds of recognition for the audience either in a familiar story told anew as in the ballet of 
Hamlet (1942), or in an unfamiliar story such as that of Miracle of the Gorbals (1944) with its 
heightened reality of wartime violence and deprivation.  
 
There are many instances given by Helpmann himself in which his acute observation and 
imitation of the real world was incorporated into the artistic world he created.  A famous example 
is the surreal, dislocated hand movements of Ophelia in his ballet of Hamlet (1942), which were 
adapted from his study of a distracted woman and the strange, involuntary movements of her 
hands whilst listening to an open air concert in Brighton.ix  When placed within the traditional 
vocabulary of the classical ballet, this imagery was startling. 
However, in reading Salter's biography of Helpmann one is struck not so much by what he 
brought to his art from imitating life but the fact that the theatre and stage to him were his reality. 
 Salter describes him as 'the magician projecting fantasy, his reality'x and he himself says 'To me 
everything happens in terms of a theatrical community.'xi 
 
In creating characters which went beyond imitation into fantasy, he still retained the essence of 
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recognition, and sometimes went to some length to achieve a balance of these two elements.   
His four hour make-up preparation prior to performances is well documented as is attention to 
detail when wishing to portray an aura of accuracy in some of his ballets.  When creating The 
Display (1964) which dealt with the concept of display in the psyche of the Australian male, and 
the brutalisation of an outsider who does not conform to their conventions of display rituals, he 
invited football coach Ron Barassi to train the dancers in Australian Rules football.  In Salter's 
biography he states:  
 
The man in the street may not understand a beautifully executed set of brises but he 
does understand and will react to a dramatic situation.'xii   
 
Sheppard points out that our experience of the world in art is subject to a set of conventions 
which the viewer or reader understands and accepts.xiii  These conventions of course vary 
between art forms as well as within art forms.  She also points out that 'understanding of a work 
of representational art involves both a recognition of resemblance and an appreciation of 
convention.'xiv  Since Helpmann's humanist approach to art included a belief that theatre should 
be accessible to as wide a range of audience as possible, he chose to work within accepted 
theatrical conventions at the same time as introducing new and innovative ideas.  In this way his 
work tended not to alienate even when it caused controversy or challenged some existing 
traditions.   As early as 1941 in his first major choreography Comus, he included text from Milton 
spoken by the dancers of the Sadler's Well Ballet.  This innovation did not spoil the popularity of 
the work although an aesthetic debate about its appropriateness in the non-verbal world of the 
ballet took place amongst critics and balletomanes. 
 
With the audience a central consideration for Helpmann as an interpretative and creative artist, it 
may be in the light of reader-oriented theories that we can explain his work more fully, since 
theories of art as mere representation fall short of the range of Helpmann's contribution as an 
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artist.  David Bleich in his book Subjective Criticism published in 1978, discusses how subjective 
and objective response in readers or viewers contribute to the meaning of a work of art.  Selden 
and Widdowson interpret Bleich's underlying premise thus:  
 
Every utterance indicates an intention and every act of interpreting an utterance is a 
conferring of meaning.  Since this is true of all attempts to explain experience, we can 
best understand the artist if we ask: what are the motives of those who create 'symbolic' 
renderings of experience?; what are the individual and communal occasions for their 
response and creativity?xv   
 
In a more prosaic way Helpmann concurs when he says:  
 
I've been told of meanings in ballets I have done that have never even dawned on me, 
but that doesn't matter.  It is like modern painting; if that is what it says to you, perhaps it 
would not be the same to me.  That is what art is about.xvi   
 
As a viewer, being able to bring our own experience to a work and enter into a relationship with 
that work as a result, is one of the ways that seems to describe an aspect of the 'aesthetic 
experience' which most of us sense in our appreciation of a work we value but find difficult to 
articulate.  Or as Sheppard puts it,  
 
It is not simple copying we care for but the balance that is struck between copying and 
convention.  Works which achieve that balance are valued because of the imaginative 
effort they demand from us.xvii 
 
But if Helpmann allows that the viewer will contribute meaning to his work, he does not do so at 
the expense of the considerable amount of emotional intent that he himself invests in it.  His 
often quoted statement, 'Without emotion an artist cannot function. ----- I must be emotionally 
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stimulated before I can give my best'xviii, appears to provide a quintessential clue both to 
examining the work, and understanding the artist and his magnetic attraction to a huge and 
diverse public.  In allowing for the emotional experience of the artist as well as the viewer, 
Collingwood said:  
 
The aesthetic experience, or artistic activity, is the experience of expressing one's 
emotions; and that which expresses them is the total imaginative activity called 
indifferently language or art.  This is art proper.xix  
 
 Viewing Helpmann's work from this dual perspective provides the common thread cutting across 
a long career of moving between art forms and styles of performance.    
 
Tolstoy expressed the view that it was in 'the capacity of man to receive another man's 
expression of feeling, and experience those feelings himself, that the activity of art is based.'xx   
 
This is a criterion Helpmann not only believed but consciously strove to fulfil.  In fact it is in an 
examination of his work in this context that provides some insight into his impact on theatre.   
 
Helpmann worked intuitively but backed by a depth of technical knowlege acquired mainly 
through experience, drive and ambition.  He describes his creative choreographic process thus:  
 
I never sit down and plan choreography in advance.  I just have an overall picture of what 
I want.  And then rather like a sculptor working with clay or marble, I just go along with the 
theme and nine times out of ten it finishes quite differently to how I imagined.xxi   
 
Although Helpmann compares himself to a sculptor in describing his creative process, it seems 
to be the manipulation of the emotions through imaginative transformation which not only 
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describes his process as a performer, but also the way most audiences received his work.  
Admired or dismissed, there was never indifference to his performances or his creations.  It is 
difficult to disentangle in his work the aesthetic roles of emotion in their complex weaving 
between the emotions invested in the work by the artist, the emotions found in the work itself, 
and the emotions evoked in the viewer. 
 
The role of emotion in the aesthetic experience is particularly relevant in the work of performing 
artists whose very medium is their own physical, intellectual and emotional being, and the direct 
impact of their flesh and blood reality on the audience.   In dance where the medium and the 
meaning reside in the body of the performer, it is almost impossible to discount the human 
experience (although post-modernists and formalists have experimented with this intensively in 
dance).   
 
With regards to Helpmann's choreographic work the movement language is heavily invested with 
emotional connotations and dramatic meaning, with stylised gesture integrated into the more 
formal and abstract kinetic dance language.  With regards to his performance work the 
emotional content seems to drive his interpretation at the same time as he is controlling its 
effects.   
 
Of course the emotion we may feel watching a performance is not necessarily the same or even 
similar to what the artist is experiencing or has invested in the work. In some seemingly 
inexplicable way our experience of emotion is transformed when it takes place within an 
experience of art.   
 
Eaton suggests this transformation occurs through a kind of distancing effect, by creating  a 
context in which we are removed from our everyday experiences, and where the situation is 
controlled for us in some way.xxii  It is in the artist finding a balance in his work between the 
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feelings, emotions, intellectual and imaginative concepts on the one hand, and the techniques or 
formal mechanisms in which the work is situated on the other, which contributes to the creation 
of an aesthetic experience. 
 
Whilst it is relatively easy to identify the former qualities in Helpmann's work, it is much more 
difficult to discuss the formal mechanisms inherent in his work.   His work was not entirely 
intuitive despite his earlier statement, for he also said:  
 
An imaginative child can project himself into fantasy and become his central character.  A 
good actor does fundamentally the same thing, the important difference being that his 
make-believe is subtle, controlled, and backed by technique.xxiii    
 
The theatre magic so often attributed to Helpmann was always backed by meticulous 
preparation.  His work was highly stylised using whatever techniques served his intention.  In this 
sense he was highly eclectic in his approach, but with a technical training in both dance and 
drama.  It was in bringing the understanding of the body and the discipline of ballet to drama, 
and the naturalistic acting techniques and more versatile staging to ballet that partly explains his 
long and successful career in both areas.   
 
His creative process varied with the nature of the work he was undertaking.   
 
A ballet like a play is an elastic medium which must be used by each creator in an 
individual way.xxiv   
 
Since most of his original creative work was in the field of choreography, one would expect that 
audiences and critics would pay close attention to the formal properties in his ballets, especially 
since an abstract art form such as dance is often described and discussed in formal terms.   
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However this was not so, and it is frustrating for a dance scholar to find very little written about 
choreographic form in his ballets.  More frustrating still is the inability to study this aspect of his 
work since almost no film or video records have survived of his seminal Australian ballets such 
as Yugen (1966) and Sun Music (1968) or his early British works such as Comus  and Miracle of 
the Gorbals. 
 
It is therefore impossible to bring a formalist perspective to Helpmann's work which is 
disappointing because it would no doubt reveal some fascinating insights into an artist who very 
skilfully encouraged an expressive and interpretative appreciation and critique of his work, and 
discouraged any detailed analysis of formal elements.  This is in keeping with many artists' 
beliefs at the time and particularly with someone like Helpmann who preferred broad 
brushstrokes and an hybrid accumulation in his creative approach.   
 
His was a visual rather than a kinetic approach and so writers tend to deal with the intellectual 
ideas and the expressive components in his work.  Since formalists  'emphasise intrinsic 
properties of the object or event itself, not what it represents or expresses'xxv,  formalism appears 
the least appropriate theory to give an holistic view of Helpmann's work.   
 
Helpmann's perceived lack of interest in exploring the complexities of the choreographic form 
are reiterated by Janet Karin, a principal dancer with the Australian Ballet at the time Helpmann 
created his major works there.  Karinxxvi explained his creative process as being one in which he 
issued generalised instructions such as 'throw the fans in a circle' and it was up to the dancers to 
experiment and create movements until he was satisfied with the result.  In Karin's opinion 
'Helpmann showed us the symbols, but did not develop the art form'.xxvii   
 
However if we look at some aspects of Helpmann's work through a formalism 'underpinned by 
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expressionism'xxviii it is possible to explain the power of his stage works and films.  Helpmann 
always collaborated directly with a designer and composer in his choreographic works and it is in 
the balancing of the relationships between the visual, kinetic and aural elements within a unified 
concept determined by Helpmann as to content and style, that the power of the expression 
seems to reside in his most acclaimed works.  This is especially true in those works in which he 
did not appear himself, for many a critic commented that his overwhelming stage presence often 
seemed to unbalance the structure of a work in which he was both creator and performer. 
 
Since style and image, the spectacle and the dramatic took precedence over form and structure 
in his choreographic work, it seems that scant attention was payed to creating dance vocabulary, 
innovative concepts of space or exploration of dynamic range.  Helpmann appropriated ideas 
and movements from modern dance (which he detested), other cultures (as the Japanese 
dances in Yugen) and vaudeville, always placing them firmly within the ballet tradition.  The rare 
reviews which discuss the formal properties of his choreography are often scathing.  In reviewing 
Elektra, Hall said:  
 
He has a strong talent for acting, but little for choreography using the full resources of 
dance technique ----- [Elektra is] an inexpressive hodge-podge of cliches.xxix  
 
 In Australia, Pamela Saunders wrote of Yugen that it is 'really a highly refined Japanese 
Ziegfield Follies' and went on to say, 'The pace is fast and the dance patterns remind me of 
Busby Berkely musicals.'xxx 
 
As always when discussing an actual artist, and not merely the idea of one, one can easily 
succumb to the 'dangers of separating neat theory from messy practice'xxxi.  None of the theories 
outlined fully explain the work of Helpmann whose versatility and contrived egotistical public 
persona produce a certain amount of unease in critics in defining his status as an artist or in 
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serious consideration of his work.  A respected classical actor and dancer who in his heyday 
could rival a football match with his drawing power will always seem a paradox to those of us 
who rarely experience 'serious art' as a truly sustained popular phenomenon. 
 
Yet it does seem that his emphasis on art as an expression of himself, of the world around him, 
and of the world of emotions, imagination and fantasy, was to a great extent the key to his work, 
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